THE  FIRST  BEGINNINGS  AND  THE  MIDDLE   AGES

owners were included among die great vassals, and especially among the
bishops who surrounded the Merovingian kings. But the brutality of those
sovereigns was scarcely tempered by their presence. Gregory of Tours
paints a frightful picture in which the violence of these half-savage despots
was wreaked upon their own sons, their wives and even on ecclesiastical
dignitaries. The war between Queens Frcdegundc and Brunhildc lasted
for thirty years. Here was a tragedy comparable to that of the Atrides.
Fredegunde, the beautiful serving-woman who won the heart of the
King, forced him to marry her, strangled her rivals and hounded them
even in the persons of their children, is one of history's most appalling
characters. Brunhilde, daughter of die Spanish Visigothic king, enemy
and sister-in-law of this upstart, lived sixteen years after Frcdegunde's
death, but die latter won her posdinmous triumph dirough the agency
of her son, Clotaire II. Brunhildc, betrayed by her vassals, was handed
over to Clotaire, who had die old woman lashed to the tail of a horse,
and its frantic hoofs tore her to pieces.

Such was life in these Merovingian palaces, which remind us at once
of the seraglio and the slave market. A whole population of concubines
schemed to win marriage ' widi die ring*. The miserable custom of por-
tioning out the kingdom among the sous of the deceased monarch turned
every succession into a national catastrophe, followed by fratricidal wars.
Sons conspired against their fathers, brothers against brothers, and the
vanquished, shorn as a mark of their forfeiture, ended their lives in a
cloister when they were not slain on the spot. Warriors broke into a
church in die midst of a council, bellowing at the top of their voices. A
bishop was assassinated at die foot of the altar. And yet Dagobert (628-
639) was still a powerful sovereign, strong enough to intervene iu
Italian, Spanish and German affairs. After him the Merovingians fell into
utter decay.

This age was one of the blackest in history, as arc all those when an
old order disappears, leaving men at the mercy of dieir own passions.
The Gallo-Romans were no longer governed by an administration of the
Roman variety. The Barbarians had wrecked the idea of die law, and
everyone pleaded the customs of his tribe; they had wrecked tlxc idea of
State finances and the Merovingian kings had squandered the kingdom
dirough gifts bestowed on dieir boon companions; diey had wrecked the
idea of a State justice, and the nobles, like the Church, thenceforth claimed
the administration of dieir own justice. What did the Barbarians offer
in return for what diey had done? A taste for freedom? Not at all. Had